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The vinyl chair squeaked, cracking the silence of the dentist's
waiting room. Shirley Stark huddled further in the offending chair,
blushing fiercely. She wanted to go in the bathroom but didn't know
where it was. She didn't want to ask her mother. Shirley stared at a grimy
Jello advertisement and tried to pretend her mother wasn't there.
The magazine felt damp and oily in her hands; it was torn where a
nervous patient had shredded the back cover. Shirley tried to turn the
page without making any noise. Big, black letters glared at her from the
magazine. "Are You in Charge of Your Own Life?"·
"What'cha reading, hon?" her mother asked, breathing in her
face. Shirley flipped the magazine over so she could read the ragged front
cover. She wished her mother would let her go to the dentist's office by
herself. <,
"Do you·have a pen, Ma?"
Mrs. Stark fumbled in her shiny vinyl purse and extracted a
chewed-up pencil. Shirley took the pencil without lifting her eyes from
the quiz. By the end of the third question, she knew she wasn't in charge
of her own life. She didn't need a magazine quiz to tell her that. She
kicked her legs up under the chair, hating her mother and the dentist.
All dentists had hairy arms. They remained her of spiders. She squeezed
her eyes together until the letters on the page blurred and looked like
spiders, too. Rows and rows of-spiders marching.across the pageandup
her arms. She drew more spiders on the page, clutching her pencil even
as they seemed to swarm on her fingers. The more spiders she drew,
the more spiders sprang to life, warm and hairlike and crawling up her
arms.·
Shirley sensed they were friendly creatures, and by now she couldn't
see her mother, or the receptionist, or her moving, writing hand.
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Everything looked fuzzy, like a spider's hairy leg. She made more
spiders, conscious only of the warmth of the room and the motion of her
hand. Spiders and spiders and spiders and ....
"Shirley! They're calling your name." Her mother jerked Shirley to
her feet and walked on into the examining room. She stood staring at the
page, looking for the spiders. Neat rows of markings lined the empty
margins, well-spaced and symmetrical. She knew she had drawn them,
but she didn't know what they were. Ripping the page from the
magazine, Shirley glanced furtively around the deserted waiting room
and stuffed the torn paper in an empty wastecan. It lay at the bottom .01'
the wastecan, tiny and white against the dark green metal. Shirley pulled
some tissues from her coat pocket and threw them on top of the lone
paper.
The next day in geometry class, Shirley was drawing an octagon in
the margin of her homework assignment. An.octagon is almost like an
inside-out spider, and it reminded her of the spiders in the dentist's
office. Shirley knew her mother hadn't seen them, but that didn't mean
they weren't crawling on her arms and her face. Her mother could
seldom see the same things that Shirley could. Besides, she'd drawn the
spiders, and by some power.in her own small hand had forced them off
the page and into life. It was very confusing to have such a great, secret
power, and a little bit thrilling.
The teacher's voice droned, thin and tinny like a whine from a
distant radio. Shirley thought she might-fall asleep. Ifshe fell asleep, her
chin would hit the desk with a resounding thump and she'd slide out of
her chair onto the linoleum floor. Maybe no one would notice.
The figures on the paper were blurred now, and Shirley felt com-
pelled to pick up her pencil and draw more octagons. As soon as she drew
one, its insides turned out and a tiny spider crawled off the page. She
thought her arms and face must be covered with a moving sheet of
spiders, but she could barely see them. They felt soft and warm like
soapy bathwater. She bore down on the pencil, and the spiders became
thicker and blacker. Crack! The thin lead point snapped and Shirley was
jolted back into the classroom. The spiders had vanished and she felt
cold.
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"Can you do number seven for us, Shirley?" the teacher asked,
pretending he hadn't seen the spiders. Everyone in the class turned
around and peered at her, blushing at her desk in the empty back row.
Shirley stared hard at her assignment, but the answers were smudged
and covered by the same black markings she had made in the dentist's
office.
"Uh ... no," she stammered. "I don't have it done."
"I'll talk to you after class; Shirley."
The bell rang an eternity later, and Shirley stumbled past the
teacher and through the door, clutching her paper in her sweating palm.
No one said hello as she ran to her locker, but this was not unusual, and
Shirley was grateful today for her bland obscurity. Breathing heavily, she
shoved her books in her locker and stood for a moment, darting her eyes
up and down the crowded hallway. Too many people were around. She
ducked into a restroom and locked herself in a stall, carefully placing the
paper in the bottom of her purse where no one else would see it.
Later that evening, after her parents had gone to sleep, Shirley
pulled the shades in her bedroom and took the paper from her purse. She ~
stared at the jumble of markings. They look like heiroglipits, Shirley
thought, but maybe that wasn't the right word. She turned the paper
slowly in her hands, noticing that certain marks seemed to appear more
frequently than others. The markings could be words in a language that
no one else understood. She'd read about that in a magazine once, and it
made her shiver when she realized that not even she understood what was
written.
It happened again, the next day in class. Shirley was daydreaming
about Christmas when she felt the spiders on her fingers. They'd spilled
from her book and swarmed across the desktop, dropping off the edge
like lemmings. Following their path with her pencil, Shirley made row
after row of spider-like markings on the gleaming desktop. Soon it was
covered, crammed with the strange black scrawl, and Shirley dropped to
the floor and chased the spiders .across the linoleum squares. She was
underneath the chair, lyingon her stomach, when the-teacher saw her.
"Shirley! Are you hurt?" He scrambled to the back of the
classroom. She stared blankly at his shoes through a tangle of hair. The
tile felt cool against her cheek, and Shirley wished she would go to sleep
and the shoes would disappear. Maybe she could die if she tried hard
enough.
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"Can you hear me, Shirley'!" The teacher bent over the desk,
peering myopically at her face. She kicked his leg and slid away on her
stomach. No one moved for a very long time; Shirley merely held her
breath, trying to die. Finally the bell rang, and he hustled the tittering
students out of the room, shutting the door behind them.
"Are you sick'!" he asked, staring at the jumble of markings on her'
desk.
"Did you take a drug, Shirley'!"
She shook her head emphatically , suddenly noticing the tiny circles
of moisture that her breath left on the black linoleum. She opened her
mouth wider, trying to make the circle grow, but saliva dripped from her
lip. She felt naked on the floor.
"I was- doodling," she said, clawing the legs of her chair as she
climbed to her feet. "I was doodling." She ran from the classroom.
Shirley went home and told her mother-she had a stomachache;
Mrs. Stark cooked .poachedeggs and toast, and let her stay in bed for two
days. When she went back to school, the dean of women called Shirley to
her-office;
"Shirley, what happened to you.in class the other day? Can you tell
me?" the dean asked, smiling at the girl who was huddled in the chair.
"I don't know," Shirley stammered. She didn't want to tell her
about the spiders. The dean might think she was crazy orstupid. "I don't
know. "
"Shirley, I looked at your desktop. What were you writing?"
"Wasn't writing. I was drawing ... I think."
The dean walked out from behind her desk and took both of
Shirley's hands in herown.
"Was it a code, Shirley? Were you making up letters? They look like
letters. Were you playing a game?"
"No game. I thought they.were spiders," Shirley said.
"Spiders?" The dean raised her eyebrows.
Shirley nodded and burst into tears. "Sometimes I see spiders. 1·1
want to draw them. But when I don't have to-draw them anymore, they
don't look like spiders." She paused, "I ruined the desk, didn't I?"
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The dean told.her it was okay.and sent her back to class. A few days
later, she called Mrs. Stark and told her that Shirley was sick. She
suggested the name of a doctor that Shirley could go to, a psychologist
who helped teenagers, and Shirley went to see him. Her .mother went
with her and insisted on driving the car. '
The doctor had a large photograph of the desktop in his office, but
he made Mrs. Stark leave before he showed it to Shirley. He explained
that she had written words in another language.
"Do you know what a dead language is, Shirley?" he asked.
"It's one that nobody uses anymore, isn't it?"
"Right. I thought at first your writing might be an intricate code, so
I sent it to the University to have someone there look at it. They told me it
was an ancient Hebrew alphabet. Where did you learn such a thing,
Shirley?"
"Hebrew? I don't know any Hebrew," she said, blushing. "I took
Spanish last year. Could it be Spanish?"
He stared at her, confused. The dean had given him some sketchy
background when she recommended Shirley to the clinic. Apparently
she-was a.mediocre student, shy and quiet. Itwas amazing how she could
learn a language with such alacrity, and a dead language at that.
"No, it's not Spanish, it's Hebrew ... but such an ancient form that
nobody at the University even knows how tc ranslate it." He paused.
"Have you been around much Hebrew, Shirley?"
"I don't know any Hebrew!" She glared at him. "I don't I don't I
don't."
The next few sessions he tried every test he could think of from
polygraph to hypnosis, and finally concluded that she didn't know a
word of Hebrew. Twice she saw spiders and went into a trance, fran-
tically scrawling words on the piece of paper that he'd put in front of her .
She confessed that she was seeing spiders all of the time, at least once a
clay. The psychologist sent her writing to a university in Europe where a
man knew the dead language and said he could translate it before
Christmas. Itwas Decem bel' third when the psychologist sent the papers.
Shirley lived in a small, lazy town, and soon everyone knew of the
writing. Armchair historians marveled at the potential import, and
/
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churchmen argued about the religious implications. Her Spanish
teacher thought she was a prodigy and everyone else merely awaited the
translator's verdict. The newspaper ran a front-page story on Shirley's
gift, complete with pictures and a quote from her mother. Shirley was
still seeing spiders, almost every day. She tried to see the spiders now,
because she firmly believed herself to be God's messenger to the modern
world.
The days of uncertainty dragged on, and Shirley ceased doing
homework. There was nothing that high school could teach a god-like
creature. People seemed to be looking at her with more respect; she got
invited toa few parties. After two weeks, her mother placed a costly call
to the translator.
"Hello ... this is Charlotte Stark." Shirley stood a foot away,
watching her mother's face. "You're done . . . well," her mother
laughed triumphantly, "what did my daughter say?"
The next few moments Shirley remembers vividly, loud and bright
in her mind like a slow-motion movie. She gets sick, deep in her stomach,
when she lets her thoughts slip from the spiders and relives those
moments.
"Gibberish?" her mother said incredulously. "Nonsense
syllables?"
Mrs. Stark listened intently to the faraway drone and hung up. She
glared at her daughter. "Fine talent you have there, Shirley. You're
wasting half your time scrawling nonsense syllables in a dead language.
Out of aIL the garbage you wrote, there wasn't even one sentence that
made any sense." She shook her finger at Shirley. "There wasn't even
one word."
Shirley felt the spiders again, swarming up her face. They covered
her eyes and she couldn't see her mother anymore. So Ireally am crazy,
she thought, crazy, crazy crazy. She felt safe, hidden beneath the sheet of
spiders.
They haven't deserted her yet, and it's been almost thirty years.
Shirley sits in a sunlit hospital, writing page after page of nonsense
syllables on torn sheets of old newspapers. Her wastebasket is always
full.
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